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PROGRAMMING,!, AN INDUsTRY PEACE
OFFERING TO THE NEW FRONTIER

. ,
,i, .

e
W.'

-c

e *
ir. e4. visi s was good to John Kennedy in the. 1960 campaign.

. .

Many balloted that the mediumyas'responsiSle-for his narrow
,-

,..,

.
margin of victory over Richard Nixo) 'There were a number of',-_,

, .

bays the telegenic new president could haVe rewarded the broad- .

,

, cast industry for its help. Appointing an idealistic' young FCC

chairman.amedrNA)tton Minow was noltone.gi them.' NI'

1

r

thkdeckde of'the-1950's a cozy relktiOriship

3develope4 betiden thd FCC,and the inAusgry. Broadcasters had

come to regard the Commission as somewhat of an adjunct to.their .

.

own trade association - -not an unusual situation for a regulated
4:e

industry...
4

regulatory

The early

confusion.

1960's, however, would become a.period,of

Newtdn'Minow ushered in anew era of

paranoia in the broadcast industryiwhen he deliv4fed his first

address as FCC chairman--the famoils "vast wasteland" speech.

Minow was characterlstlx of the New frvier image.

He was the best and the brightest--and he was yollg. He watB

named top man, at theFCC ust days before his thirty -fifth

0 /4
birthday. Minow's legalbackground was truly impressive. ge

graduated first in his class frog Northwestern Law School and

became law clerk to Chief Justice Fred Vinson of the US. Supieme
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Court and the went into private practice with Adlai Stevenson.

The knowledge of broadcast patters and with .the

industry that Miaow brought to the Commission, however, were

quite limited. Miaow lett he had unique qualifications,

though . . "I'm here to do what I think needsto be done and.
I've got two big assets," he told.the trade press - - "I'm not

. interested in being-reappointed andli don't want a ob in the

.

industry .

1
Ninow was proud, of the fiet he. was' an outsidei

and the'insidets sensed there wasp -trouble ahead.
/4:

L,

'In the spiing of 1961, at Miaow .prepared his remarks fOr

the 39tN4ennUal meeting 'of the National AssOciation of Broad-
.

Casters, rumors were circulating;in the broadcast community thaF
0

0

Minow was going to take, an unusually, hard line. But it was

even worse than most had'ilmagined: The tension At the IunCheon.
.

gathering that May 9th started to rise when the-bespectacled,

slightXy pudgy buearucrat told his.'audietiae of broadcasters,

"If you want to, stay on as trusteesou musts deliver g' decent

return to the public -unot only to your Stockholders." These

were ominous words.

The most Controversial aspect b; the chairman's address
.4111

on the day dubbed "Black Tuesday"lir"the trade press, was his

direct comientarY on the content di television programming.
4

The- Number 04Regulator was actually. naming the ames of
t

shows he felt were exampleS'orgoOd television--The Twilight

j .Zone, CBS Reports, The- Fred AstairiShipTi . It was w hat-
,

:Miaow didn't like on TV that dreatedthe panic . He didn't
.

1r S.
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.like the'"procession of game shmrs, violenc- . . formula.:
. .

comedies about. totally unbeliereable fmiili s, blood'and,
..

.
.

.
.

. .

..,

thunder : - . sadism, murder, western had m n,owestern good-
.

, -
I

men', private ey es,
.

gangsters, more violence and dirtoons. And
. .0

.
, ..

endlessly, commercials . -. ,,l' \
--) .

It was not only the devasFating cO,rit nt; butthe tone
.

0,.. .

of tillore_s message which was so offensive t the,i4dusty. The-
. . .

chairman invited those In his audience to ii tch their own-li,
4

stations anii networks for one full day. ,. "I can assurelroir,t!-
.

i

he warned, "that "You will observe a liattwa tek4nd." In the

50tinutis Minow was at the podium, hemana ed, as one stati n ,

executive
i.
said,- "to alienate the whole godd 'brtadcast

, m
.

-industry:t
,

.

..., .

II
. ,

In a nutshell, what
e

Minow was.suggesiting --o. threate
r .-- .

,

ing= -in the vast wastefan- d speech was that for local statio s'I''
. .

. .
.

1

. ..

.1.icense renewals would no longer be rubber stamped. .."There,lid
.

.

....i nothlng permanent or_ sacred about a broddeast license," he .

*

. .

,said. The message he sent to the networks, which were not under
q

.the direct control of the FCC, was`that he intended to support
... ,

/Legislation which would chinge that state of affairs and empower
.. .

, ..
etheFCC to networksthe tv .orks well as licensed stations.

.
... ,

.

The.pupic reaction to -the "Vast Wasteland" speech web
, . .

overwhelming. The non-trade press covered the event with
.. ...

.

.'

gusto. Iiinow. quickly became agenuine celebrity. Hi` numeroila
,

.. . ,J

ippeatances'on TV and radio programs kept'h t eim in limelight :

A
. 'ftt before or since has-an FCC chairman been a household, name. .*
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,Throughbilt his 28 -mot th tenure on the 'Commis gion,thA favorable

press MihowTeceived was widespread. The quality pf American

:vision became a Major public issue.46
i

The commai:cial television industry in this country
. -

.r.eacted ;o the poliiied--ad the "personality - -of Newton4Minow .

.
with a mixture Ofbitter resistance aii'ftotective appeasement.

.At the sle time the industry was denying the legality of
.

Minow's concern with program content, changes were being made in
/ . .

.

commercial programming.which Conformed with the chairman's
. ,

.

views. Direct links between Minow and program improvements

or chahges are abundant- - especially in, the area of cliaildren's
./

programming. An examination of the files from Mitiow's
4 :

mapship provides much primary source. evidence,

. 4
4

As Itiow took office, a book entitled Television in they

ives of our Children-54 Wilbur Sch-raTaticRitk-le and Edwin

Parker had just been published. Minow incorporated many of the

i4eas and much information from the hoOk into the Vast Wasteland'

Speech. The tesponsibility of the industry to children was one

t

of the major issues he touched upon: ". . . If parents,

teachers and ministers conducted their respotisibilities by
4

following the ratings," the chairman told his audiendt, ."child-
. . .

. , ren would have a steady diet bf ice cream, school holidays and

no Sunday school. What, about your responsibilj.ties? is there'

no room on televiElion to teat to inform, to,uplift, to

stretch, to en4rge the capacities of your children? Is5there

..... no roam,for programs deepining their understanding of children

.

. t
.

..

.

.

6
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tune of the pa$ct,-teaChing them the great traditions of freedom?,

. . . Search your consciences,and see if you ,cannot.offer more
k

to your young hneficiariee' whose.future:you guide so. mady hours

.

5
141. It

I.
'.

.
.

. .'
.

in other lands? Is there no room--a children's news show
, , ,

. .

explaining something about,the world to.them at their level of
.

understanding? Is there no room for reading the great litera--

' r .

eacW and every day."4 As you' see, Mnow's references to, the kinds
4

4

of programming he would have liked to see for children were *4.

very.ipecific. j

In'anIndustry operating under ,a governmental mandate to.

serve the publ=ic' interest, the issue f children's progamming

hit ah extremely sensiztive nerve. .Wit in 72 hours of Minow's

...11AB speech, one of the major station chains- -the Taft broadcast-

. .

ing groupannounced an' increase in kids' programming .

. .

r#sponse:sto:Chairman Minow sichAllenge to our 'creativity,"

p ess rel%ase said, "we will' increase the tempo of our original
...
. ..

.

programming on all stations. As a first step we will se

e significanceo! TV programs for children in the areas

news
..

and special events. ft 2.
.

.)
.

.

.

e.

-

The networks, too, responded with plans'. for a "rash of

ambitious children's prograps,V'even though-the network sthedules.
.

for the 1961 -62 season had already been set at the time of the

Vast Wasteland Speech. 'Ones* produoer confessed, "All these
. -

shows haveexisted around here in one form or another for a --.

.ilongtiMe.. But we couldn't get the go- ahead (fr.= the network =
.

.
.

.
boisis) o n' any of ihem until, M im/v.03

r

. -
: i

.

to
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Ger ld Lesser, of dhildreun's Television Worksho4p, .

recalled his ittroduction to .work in'children's television, as

a consultant to NBC shortly after Minow "uttered his now

legendary accusation." Lesser says, "Each network responded

quickly,by developing plans for a highquality children's

series that would laim the network's commitment tl) public

service%
4

.
.

. - .

ABC,:the network,mbst heavily- weighted With violence in

'prime. time, introduced the most ambitious plan for a children's

eries. In early August of 1961, Minow received a letter from

Jules Power, the executive producer of the project. The new

show, entitled Discovery, would air Monday through Friday from

,5:00 to 5:30 p.m. "It's the most extensive'effort any of the

networks have announced to date,"'Power informed the chairman(

"and: while many of the,prograft executives insi t that they've

been 'thinking of-doingitrfor ilong time,' yo r name neverthe-

less comes up so frequently, at each meeting that you're begin-

ning,to sound /lice the.co-produer
I

By thiNifte Minow.read.the letter, less thn two weeks
0

latter, Discovery had 'already been tossed out of the 1961-62

lineup becauseof insufficient affiliate' clearance of the,
. .

series.
.

.
. .

ABC offereTthe program to stations in 152 markees. But
, . . .

1

my 76 stations--50pertent--cleared the prestige kid's shoal.
r

'Under these Con itions, Discovery Wasa most inefficient

1/(

advertising veh c14 ind attracting sponsors was difficult. -

)

At

-,
,t.

8 .
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ABC estimated it would suffer a half- million dollar loss on

Discovery in a six man0 period.
,

.

As the first summer of his tenure on the FCC came to i

close, Minow received apersonal letter froma'family friend .

She praised his fight to improve the quality of television

programming, but sincerely expressed doubt. ani signiant. .

..-

...--- changes ,could be made because of the, low level to wall public '

taste had slipped. Minow wrote back, "I agree--the real'hOpe is

with the children and that's what, I've deCIded to concentrate

on,"6

The second major speech o inow's chairmanship came on

_September Z2, 1961: The subject was children's programming and it

was' deliveredto the-Radio and Television Executives .Society
at 'a meeting in New York:'-City. The chairman characterized the

.

nature of most children's programs then on the air as "time-
-

waster shows, dull, gray, insipid, like dishwater, just as.

. tasteless, just'enourishing."

.Minow out lined the case history ofDiscoverx's demise and

his disappointment was clear:
I , p -

It is not my puipose to argue that this particular program
should be on the air . . . but assuming with me for a
Minute that DISCOVERY did have all the. values suggested,
then whpredoes the responsibility rest or'killing a
children's program with so much hope and romise? .

4
Minow then offered, a suggestion improvement; it vas

a blue4ini of sorts, *a shale -the -risk scheme. H4,:urged the

three networksto rotate a regularly scheduled afternoon show.

for children, with each.web airing the progrdm twice a week,

re

i
9-

r



8

-

Television magazine referred to it as Minow's "plan tOlkave

U:S, children from TV."
. .

. . .
Dividing-the com0e.ti7 dis vantages three ways seemed

. .

,
logical and fair. Reaction to Nino 's addreSs to ,the Raao.and

. ,

Television Executives- was amazingly quick; within four hour or
)

the luncheon speech the three'networks agreed to sit down and

discuss the rotating series foe the 1962-63 season.

The top brass of all three networks met.to discuss the

rotating series plan on October 2, 1961. No 4rdement could be
I ,

reached and ABC was the first network to break'awarfrom the

id9a.' "ABC-TV i& saidsad Piesident Oliver Treyz.in a,
st t

, .

press release:

that the networks dust assume direct responsibility in this
vital proirimming area (and retain direct supervision" and .

control of production The cost for each network will be
greater, but the result is certain to be better and more

diversified programi, mith Consequent greatl_stimula#ion of
..../Akerican youth.

.

lin other words, all that work on 'Discovery shouldn't go Gown

.the drain.
.,

0

. The burden oflaking gennine.progress in the field of

children "s telev isi6n rested with the networks, The FCC plans

to regurate the netwo rks wit greatly 'feared.. Economist William

-Melody pointed-out such regulations would "surely interfere
.

dusty was then enjoying." §owith the .financial boom axe
.41

-

he.says, during this period of NUnting.tension, network

children's series "served as a peace Offtring:"7 r

. .

.'Inythe fall of 1962,a new "qUelity" kid show would debut

on each network. NBC schechiled Exploring, a weekly tiour-lOng

.
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telecast and CBS' presented Reading_Room-for,30 minutes each,

week. As a daily afternoon half-hour: .Variety reported th t

DiscOvery.was the brightest oasis in the wasteland. "Wh er

ABC over-estimated the commilments of the other webs or whether

it was sincerely motivated by efforito make a cultural 'contri-

bxition, the web took a $4.0,010 per week gamble on Discovery 8

AS ftscovery was being prepared 'to debut; Power wrote ;o.

Miriow and thanked him for his help . . "I have grave doubts

that we would have made it without you."9
.--

o Each Of the new children's shows experienced proillems.

IA attracting commercial advertising. Advertisers and ad

agencies were not supportive of the networks' effortd to

improve kid-vid. They shied away from programming aimed at

satisfying government pressures' The tag "qual y was a
4

liability in,selling commercial time gpondor magazine reported,

"Run-of -the-mill,cartoon and com*.shows have a greater chance
r

of survival' than the so-balled 'quality' ones. "1°
,

"Thronly hope for these intelltctually based programs
"

fbr childria," one industry observer noted, "would appear to be

the concern bf some advertisers that they do, after ill,,have.a.
.

responsitrility beyon:1)the mass,movement of their own mdiclin-

,

Idise.' ll The advertising. industry ,never accepted such
)

:responsibility

AnABC sales'executive.saidof Discovery, Neie it less

altruistic in its aims it would be much easier to sell N11.2

.

The shaw ran
ir

up against "a stone.wall.of advertiser resists

p a nce."13

. -

11
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'As the.1962-0 season'cgme tQ a close, television Age

$ , .

.. I

. ,

. reviewed ,the progress Of kid-vid.sinci Minow made his "Illiled-
, . 0

fist plea."'" Within a season's time,'" the periodical.repprted, .

.
q .

4 "the networks responded witho'program such as Discovery, Reading

-c

Room, UPdate,..Exploving and,1,2,3,GO, . .

"/ e -

run, during which:tiste'tle4

each of the newer 'quality'

were almost
. v.:

programs can

..troub p,' Putting it More p

Now, after a year' si
compleKly unsponsoredt

I
be considered 'in .

rainly, their future as part of any
. $$14 1

network edule is highly trt doubt.., ,

.
.

-

The producers of.the "quality" kid shows foelieved,'given 1p'
.

. .
4,

time, thdy could become efficient advertising vehicles. "All of. .

a.
us have Putin a year of work on,the.programs now," 41Wproducer

,

said, "and we've learned a lot about imptoving the shows to
.

, .

.

make them better. ' It would be a crime to let that knowledge'an4 ,
. 4

`

.

15effort_ go to"waste - .
.

.o .

Is. A toyGcompany executi/Psumme&up the se
-._ .

$ . .., ,

. \
the

industry i1ifs way--"Thd networks are devoting ipe tcliptiakity'
.

hildren's programming Wonderful! lExCep that no orie's -

.11It

, watchingexcept possibly'Mr.,Minow aria his family . . :TV
4

:costs being what they are these days, theivsBows are a poor
.,. . e

4
risk, Pven.for the advertiser with a public conscience"

Optimistic observers hoped the 1962-0 sevOn was a
4!

modest beginning in a trend toward.aproved children's program-
'

16

midg, It turned out to be the peak in network commitment that
.

soon declined. The threat of gdVernment regl1at'ion proVided

A $

temporary Incentive to change the'normal opdrating procidures
;

14,
.
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in regard to children's programs. By the end of 1963 the

absence of Newton Minow and John Kennedy chinged the regulitory
de')

picture. Public pressure receded and so did new ideas for

combining education entertainment for children on commercial

. televistan.

r.
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